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The Art Center: On Automatic Pilot 


The Art Center is marking time as it searches for a new director and worries about expenses. 


by Jonathan Gladstone 


ore than 50,000 people passed 

through the new Madison Art Cen- 
ter during its first month of operation in the 
Madison Civic Center. That’s up from an 
average 1,000 to 1,500 per month at the 
previous East Gorham Street location. 

Things have quieted down somewhat, 
but, according to office manager Michael 
Paggie, the new site is attracting “a month’s 
traffic at the old center in a week.” 

Art Center officials are happy with the in- 
creased traffic, but they are somewhat ap- 
prehensive about the increased costs that ac- 
companied the move. 

With rent increasing from $1 per year to 
$65,000 and sizable jumps in almost all ex- 
penses, the center has to start taking in a lot 
more money. 

How much more is needed is not yet 
known, according to Art Center board pres- 
ident Peter Dohr. Since the center has been 
in its location for only two months this 
spring, when heating and cooling costs were 
low, Dohr claims it is just too early to tell. 

Another major problem is the lack of a 
director. Since Joseph Wilfer resigned in late 
March, most operations have continued on 
automatic pilot. Applications are being ac- 
cepted for the position, but Dohr doesn’t 
know exactly when the new director will be 
chosen. 

One of the major jobs of the new director 
is raising money, and not having a director 
now may affect future finances. 

“We have a tremendous opportunity that 
may be passing by,” Dohr commented. “A 
tremendous number of people are coming 
into contact with the center now, and unless 
we transfer them from curiosity-seekers to 
members, we will have missed something. 
They might not come back.” 

Paggie agreed that the policy was to “go 
with the flow” until the new director is selec- 
ted, and pointed out that three full-time staff 


vacancies will not be filled until that time. 


a 


In the meantime, life must go on. The July 
Art Fair on the Square is the center’s greatest 
single fund-raising event. Last year the fair 
provided 29% of the center’s 1979 budget. 

Although the fair has always been a 
money-maker, it is a controversial event. 
Disputes over methods for determining 
which artists will get the limited number of 
spaces crop up almost yearly. 


Random drawings seem fairest to some, 
but others maintain that lotteries won’t en- 


tery was employed, 
judging to reject those artists who didn’t meet 
minimum standards. That compromise 
didn’t seem to satisfy anyone, so this year 
the fair is fully juried, with entrants chosen by 


The fair has also experimented with 


‘various ways of charging the artists for the 


space. For a time a percentage of sales was 
assessed, but now a flat fee is paid. That fee 
is currently $140 for center non-members. 

“The fair is always an attempt to balance 
the artists’ needs with the need to raise 
funds,” Dohr commented. “It’s not intended 
to be a fine arts display. People selling paint- 
ings for thousands of dollars just don’t come 
to fairs like this.” 

Entrants for the 1980 fair have already 
been chosen. Paggie, who is coordinating 
the event, reports that the selection process 
went smoothly and the results were univer- 


sally accepted. 
This year’s fair is scheduled for July 12 


* and 13. The proceeds will subsidize a more 


expensive but smaller Madison Art Center. 

Total space in the new center is only about 
two-thirds of what. was available on East 
Gorham Street. The old site had about 
33,000 square feet on usable space, com- 
pared to 25,000 on State Street. 

Less space and higher costs mean fewer 
shows. 

“Instead of having five or six shows up like 
we could in the old building, we can have 
two, maybe three,” Paggie said. “There is 
educational space on the third floor that 
could be used for some exhibitions.” 

There is one significant advantage to the 
new site, however. Although there is less 
space, more of it is concentrated in one 
place. In other words, a show that would 
have required several rooms in the old cen- 
ter can now be arranged in one area. 

The move is not yet completed, so center 


- officials are not sure exactly how all space 


constraints will be resolved. 

Other unresolved issues involve relations 
with the centers landlord, the City of 
Madison. Although both sides are now 
taking a conciliatory approach, this comes 
after a stormy lease negotiation period. 
Some of the original disputes have not been 


completely resolved. (is Z \ , pane y 
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“You wouldn’t expect fo walk into a 
gallery and smell garlic from the restaurant 
next door [Jose Taco],” Paggie commented, 
“and you wouldn’t expect pink walls in a an eee ) 
museum.” ) 

Despite these and other problems, both f 
Paggie and Dohr believe that the relationship : Se 
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landlord and one side is the tenant, and they = 
cross paths.” vo Pee, 
What the future holds is uncertain. e f \ &. 
“We've picked up a couple of hundred en / 
members since we opened, but it's a drop in ] 
the bucket compared to what we’d need to f 
meet our increased costs,” Paggie said. 
“We'll have to triple or quadruple our mem- 
bership, and this is a pretty competitive city 
for raising donations for the arts.” 
But he thinks it will happen. 
“I can’t see it going under after being here 
for 79 years. | think there’s enough com- 
munity support.” 


